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Student Success Skills: Tools and
Strategies for Improved Academic
and Social Outcomes

This article 15 a follow-up to previously published
reports of reseavch evaluating the effectiveness of the
Student Success Skills group and classroom interven-
tion. An overview of the key skill aveas is provided, sup-
ported by ongoing rveseavch in the avea of social-emo-
tional learning, along with reseavch-based strategies
and activities that have been found to improve aca-
demic and social outcomes for all students. Key tools
for classroom guidance lessons arve included and are
accompanied by specific gurdelines for how school coun-
selors can implement them. The arvticle concludes with
a brief discussion of the need to implement research-
supported programs.

™y ecent studies have provided strong evidence of
effectiveness tor the school counselor-led
4 Student Success Skills (SSS) intervention in pos-
itively effecting the academic achievement and social
competence of students (Brigman & Campbell,
2003; Brigman, Webb, & Campbell, in press;
Campbell & Brigman, 2005; Webb, Brigman, &
Campbell, 2005). To date, the SSS research has
involved four studies, 50 school counselors, 36
schools, two school districts, and more than 1,100
students in Grades 5, 6, 8, and 9. In each study, low
to mid-range achieving students in targeted grade
levels were randomly assigned to treatment and

comparison groups. Treatment group students
received the SSS classroom and group intervention.
Achievement gains in math and reading were meas-
ured by the annual statewide achievement test used
to determine adequate yearly progress in response to
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2001). Behavior gains
were measured by the School Social Behavior Scale
(SSBS; Merrell, 1993).

The findings of all four SSS studies were consis-
tent. Eighty-six percent of students who participat-
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ed in the 88§ program improved their math Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) scores,
with an average scale score improvement of 30
points. Seventy-eight percent of students improved
their FCAT reading scores by an average of 25 scale
score points. With the use of an analysis of covari-
ance, with pretest scores used as the covariate, the
achievement improvements were statistically signifi-
cant. This suggests that improvements were the
result of this school counselor-led intervention. In
addition, 7 of 10 students demonstrated improved
behavior as reported by classroom teachers on the
SSBS.

The skill sets, tools, and strategies embedded in
the SSS program were developed based on extensive
reviews of the research regarding improved academ-
ic and social outcomes tor students (Harttie, Biggs,
& Purdie, 1996; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998:
Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994). In all three
reviews, certain cognitive /learning, social, and selt-
management skills were considered essennal for aca-
demic and social success. The program is further
supported by a growing body of literature tying
social and emotional competence to achievement
outcomes, making a strong empirical case linking
social-emotional learning to improved behavioral
and academic performance for students, including
those at risk for academic failure (Arbona, 2000;
Daly, Duhon, & Witt, 2002; Elias ct al., 2003; Fad,
1990; Kamps & Kay, 2001; Marzano, Pickering, &
Pollack, 2001; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg,
2004).

The SSS program also provides support for the
ASCA National Model® (American School Counsel-
or Association, 2005). While standards, competen-
cies, and student outcomes are all clearly outlined
tor academic, personal /social, and career domains in
the ASCA National Model, counselors are charged
with finding programs that have been proven effec-
tive to help students attain these outcomes. The SSS
program provides a rescarch-based curriculum that
is a direct fit with identitied student outcomes out-
lined in the ASCA National Model, particularly



Figure 1. The Student Success Skills logo.

related to personal/social and academic domains.
The curriculum indirectly impacts student outcomes
in the career domain, as students who are not suc-
cessful academically and socially have difficulty
preparing for the world of work.

SSS study results and discussions of related pro-
tessional issues have been or are currently being
published (Brigman & Campbell, 2003; Brigman ct
al., in press; Campbell & Brigman, 2005; Webb et
al., 2005). Also soon to be published is a description
of the cight-session 888 group counseling interven-
ton (Webb & Brigman, in press). The current arti-
cle focuses on the SSS classroom intervention. It
describes key skills and strategies and provides sam-
ple activities that anchor the classroom component
of the SSS intervention.

STUDENT SUCCESS SKILLS PROGRAM

The Student Success Skills program is implemented
through classroom guidance lessons followed by
group counseling for students who need additional
support. The underlying premise is that all students
must have a core set of learning, social, and sclt-
management skills and that these skills can be
taught. Appendix A provides a list of the rescarch-
supported skill areas along with strategies to be
introduced and reinforced throughout the SSS class-
room and group components. If students can learn
and practice these skills in a caring, suppornve,

encouraging environment where mistakes are part of

the process and even small improvement are
noticed, their confidence in their abilities will
increase. Once students become more confident
they are willing to put torth more eftort. This leads
directly to improved academic and social outcomes.
We call this SUCCESS (Figure 1, Appendix B).

Classroom Guidance Lessons

The SSS classroom guidance program involves five
classroom guidance lessons. The five lessons are
spaced a week apart and begin in the fall, usually in
late August or carly September. Key skills and strate-
gies are introduced using a “tell-show-do™ format
and are followed by booster sessions spaced about a
month apart beginning in January. Booster sessions
leading up to standardized tests in the spring help
students tie the important test-taking and self-man-
agement skills they have learned to the specific test-
taking task. However, the impact of the SSS pro-
gram is designed to be more far reaching than test
taking. The SSS program is directed at students’
dav-to-day development and the implementation
and monitoring of skills and strategies aimed at
improving their academic and social competence.
This provides students with improved opportunities
to learn and grow. Increased standardized test scores
and improved behavior are two measured outcomes.
Some additional outcomes linked to improvement
but not documented in the SSS studies include
increased motivation to learn, improved selt-etficacy,
and better grades and subject-arca test scores. Also,
as students see improvements and become more
competent, teachers and students report an increase
in confidence and effort, and learning becomes
more enjovable. It is hypothesized that if these skills
did not improve, standardized test scores and behav-
ior would not have consistently improved at a sig-
nificant rate.

Classroom lessons tollow a beginning, middle, and
end format. In the beginning, students review previ-
ously set goals, monitor progress, and report success
around five life skill arcas that are tied to increased
energy and mood. Students are taught to look for
patterns and make connections between their daily
habits (nutrition, exercise, rest, fun, social support)
as related to their mood and energy (Figure 2,
Appendix C). In the middle ot cach session, students
learn and practice new skills and strategies they can
use as they target arcas for continued improvement.
Activities reflecting key skills and strategies are
organized into five categories: (a) goal settng,
progress monitoring, and success sharing; (b) creat-
ing a caring, supportive, and encouraging classroom
environment; (¢) cognitive and memory skills; (d)
performing under pressure and managing test anxi-
cty; and (¢) building healthy optimism (Appendix
A). The end of each session provides an opportunity
for students to reflect and share improvements they
have made toward designated course mastery goals
during the previous week and to target areas for
improvement for the upcoming week (Figure 3,
Appendix D).

Eighty-six percent
of students who
participated in the
Student Success
Skills program
improved their
math Florida
Comprehensive

Assessment Test.
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The SSS program
provides a research-
based curriculum
that is a direct fit
with identified
student outcomes
outlined in the
ASCA National
Model.
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Figure 2. The Looking Good /Feeling Good Life Skills Scale.

Sample Classroom Guidance Lesson

Beginning of each lesson. Each lesson begins in a
similar fashion to allow students the chance to share
successes and strategies for improvement:

Review: Welcome students. Ask students to share
with a partner what they remember about the last
5SS lesson. Next ask tor volunteers to share with
the class. Be sure they cover key skills arcas previ-
ously introduced to bring them to consciousness.

¢ Life skills: Next, students share progress toward
previously set lite skills goals, share successtul
strategies, and look for patterns and connections
with mood and energy betore developing goals
and action plans for the coming week. Students
use a think, write, pair share, volunteer share for-
mat as goals and action plans are developed and
shared. See Appendix C for details and directions
for implementation.

Middle (content varies for each lesson). New
skills are introduced and practiced during the middle
of each lesson. Once introduced, concepts are incor-
porated and reinforced throughout the remaining
lessons. Some sample activities are brietly described:

¢ What a caring, supportive, and encouraging class-
room looks hlu:, teels like, and sounds like:
Students work in groups of three to brainstorm

what it would look like, sound like, and feel like if

their classroom were a caring, supportive, and
encouraging place to learn. These create an even
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higher standard than traditional class rules.
Safe place: This activity helps students to learn to

1"

relax and create a “sate place™ in their imagina-

tion, It uses self-directed imagery tollowed up
with the drawing and sharing ot their sate place.
Students can decide what they want to draw
and /or share.

Listening with ecves, cars, and heart: Students
learn attending and listening skills and practice
encouraging and empathic responding. Students
have several opportunities during each classroom
lesson to practice.

Breathe, picture, tocus: Students learn to relax by
taking a few slow, deep breaths followed by pic-
For most
students, it only takes a split second for them to
picture their safe place to get out of their negative
self-talk loop or create a diversion from the stress

turing themselves in their “safe place.”

or anxiety they are experiencing. At that point,
students can focus on making decisions related to
managing text anxiety, anger, or other stressors.
“Keep Kool” tune shields: Students learn to use
music to create shields to help them cope with pres-
sure situations and to replace the negative messages
they may play in their minds with positive ones.
Memory pegs: Students learn several strategies to
increase their ability to organize and remember
important information. One activity involves help-
ing students remember a list of “top 10 tood for
good health™ by using parts of their body (loca-
tion pegs) and visualization to quickly commit the
list to memory.
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Seven Keys to mastering any course:

Week 1] Week 2 | Week 3 | Week 4

Week 5| Week 6| Week 7 | Week 8

21 | am good at picking out the most important things to study for a test.

AV

AV AV AV |AY

2| | am good al boosting my memory by
Organizing the mosl impodant facts mio an oulline or concepl map.
Putting each imponant fact an 8 note card, 2
Reviewing the nate cards al least six times before he tesl,

AV

AY AV AV AV (AY

3| | am good al handing pressure when | take a lesl. | use breathing, 3
pctunng a posiive scene and positive self talk Lo help me manage

AV

AV AV AV AV |AY

my anxiety and boost my confidence.

i 1am good al knowang when assignments are due and always tum 4
my work m on ime,

AY

AV AV AV|AV|AY

|| I have at least one dependable study buddy in ach class that lcan | 5
call if | have a queshon.

AY

AV AV AV AV |AY

11 gat along well with others when we work logether in pairs or small
groups in class 0

AV

AV AV(AV AV |AY

/11 am good al managing my anger. | know my anger triggers and
know healthy ways lo handle things when | gt angry. 7

AY

AV AV AV AV AV AV AY

Circle tho up triangle (A) # you ate the tem as in a3 goOC range or showing
improvement tor this past woeek.

Circle the gown triangle (W) f you rate the item as gof in a good range this
past wobk

Figure 3. The “Seven Keys” to course mastery.

Story outlines and student storytelling: Students
lcarn strategies to make understanding and
remembering stories casier. Student create their
own stories based on story starters retlecting typi-
cal challenges faced by students and share success
stories such as “a time I started a healthy habit,”
“a ume I helped someone with a problem,” or “a
time [ made a new friend.”

End of each lesson. The end of cach lesson tol-
lows a similar sequence:

The “Seven Keys” to mastering any course: In this
segment of each lesson, students share progress
toward previously set goals, share successful
strategies, and look for patterns and connections
to improve their academic performance before
developing goals and action plans for the coming
week. Students use a think, write, pair share, vol-
unteer share format as goals and action plans are
developed and shared. See Appendix D for details
and directions for implementation.

Optimism: The end of the lesson is always
anchored with the language of optimism, pictur-
ing success and the concepts of encouragement
and noticing even small improvements. Visual
tools help students understand the connection
between practice, mastery, and fun.

“Kaizen™: Kaizen is a recurring concept empha-
sizing small, continuous, never-ending improve-
ments. Students stand and go through the Kaizen
hand playv—*little by little, bit by bit, I'm improv-
ing every day”—to aid them in remembering this
important concept.

! Preview the next lesson.

Preparing to Implement the SSS Intervention
School counselors frequently talk about needing
“time” to implement cffective programs due to
increased demands to attend to non-counseling-
related tasks. Even so, counselors are strongly en-
couraged to advocate for the needs of their students
and the counselor’s role in meeting those needs.
This includes counselor ettorts tied to improved stu-
dent outcomes (ASCA, 2004). As standardized test
scores and other important stakeholder assessments
are being reviewed as part of a school’s ongoing
school improvement process, school counselors can
plan to provide a §SS program overview to adminis-
tration, faculty, and parents showing how they can
contribute to improved academic and social out-
comes for all students.

[t 1s essential for counselors to te to the same
vision and mission that is important to cach of these
key stakcholders. At lcast some school counselor
interventions need to be written into the school’s
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The SSS program is
directed at
students’ day-to-
day development
and the
implementation
and monitoring of
skills and strategies
aimed at improving
their academic and

social competence.
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As counselors
increase their
implementation of
research-supported
programs,
stakeholders will
have the
opportunity to
experience
firsthand the
difference
counselors can
make in the lives of
students and

families.
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improvement plan and all should be reflected in the
counselor’s annual plan that drnives daily acovines.
Designating a minimum of one hour a day to re-
scarch-based programs such as S§8S provides an
opportunity for school counselors to support their
school’s mission by providing a curriculum linked to
stated outcomes of national initiatives such as No
Child Left Behind (U.S. Department of Education,
2001) and the ASCA National Model (2005).

CONCLUSION

We encourage school counselors to use research-
supported programs that have been linked to im-
proved student outcomes. This tocus is essential if we
want to change administrators’ and teachers’ percep-
tions and behaviors related to the role of school
counselors as a key contributor to improving student
outcomes. Organizations that support this view 1In-
clude the American School Counselor Association,
the Education Trust, and the Center for School
Counseling Outcome Research. All three of these or-
ganizations stress the need for school counselors to
use research-based programs to improve academic and
social outcomes for all students and support coun-
selors’ etforts to evaluate the etfectiveness of their
programs and share outcomes with key stakeholders.

As counselors increase their implementation of

rescarch-supported programs, stakeholders will have
the opportunity to experience firsthand the ditter-
ence counselors can make in the lives of students and
families. It is up to professional school counselors to
advocate for students by educating decision makers
about how school counselors can play a greater role
in ensuring that all students are successtul. B
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APPENDIX A
Student Success Skills: Key Skill Areas and Supporting Strategies

Goal Reporting, Progress Monitoring, Success Shaving, and Goal Setting

Students share success and set goals weekly, around the following:

! Student Success Skills: Seven keys to mastering any course.

i Life skills: Five ways to ensure high energy and positive mood.

1 Grade monitoring.

! Kaizen: The concept of “Kaizen™ (looking for even very small improvements) is emphasized throughout.

Creating a Caring, Supportive, and Encouraging (CSE) Classroom Community

Students learn the importance of combining social-emotional and academic skills aimed at the following:
1 Discovering what a CSE community looks like, sounds like, and feels like.

! Listening with eyes, ears, and heart: Practice with attending, listening, empathy, and encouragement.

I Recognizing improvements in self and others.

1 Identifving and practicing encouraging things to say and do.

Cognitive and Memory Skills

Students learn and practice important academic skills:

I Picking out the most important ideas (expert,/novice phenomena).

I Strategies for organizing information: Graphic organizers, outlining, concept mapping.

I Learning to chunk important information and put it on note cards with strategies ftor reviewing cards. Using a
“location memory peg system” to remember key facts.

! Understanding “story structure” as an academic skill and social learning tool.

Performing Under Pressuve: Managing lest Anxiety

# Students learn that they can be in control when stressed or under pressure through the following:

! Developing a “safe place™ that they can quickly go to in their imaginations when stressed, anxious, or angry.

1 Learning a “breathe, picture, focus” sequence to help them refocus their energy and/or attention.

1 Using meta-cognitive strategies such as positive self-ralk.

1 Using “Keep Kool™ tunes to distract from negative thinking, stress, or anxiety.

Learning some test-taking strategies.Understanding the power of mental practice and picturing successtul
OutCoOmecs.

Wl

Building Healthy Optimism

Students learn strategies for developing healthy optimism through the following:
Positive student storytelling.

Success stories shared weekly around goals that have been set.

Noticing small improvements.

Learning the language of optimism.

s

[ Sy g
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APPENDIX B
Introducing the Student Success Skills Logo to Students

Looking at Figure 1—

“How many of vou think the onter ring of this picture is important to doing well in school or on a team or in a
job? What makes it important?

“I would like to help this class make sure you have that type of community this year. With this kind of caring,
supportive, and encouraging community, vou all can help cach other learn the skills you need to master this
course and also reach other goals that are important to you.

“What about the skills at the bottom of the triangle? There are three types of skills that separate high and low
achievers—learning skills, social skills, and self-management skills.  Students who have these skills tend to do bet-
ter in school.

“The good news is that these skills can be taught and once you learn them you will have more confidence in
what you are doing and learning will become easier. As a result, most students are willing to put more effort into
what they do at school and they become more suceessfiel. What is kind of neat is that when this happens, learning
can even become fun!”

ASCA | PROFESSIONAL SCHOOL COUNSELING




APPENDIX C
The Looking Good/Feeling Good Life Skills Scale

The “Looking Good/Fecling Good™ concept is introduced and becomes one of the reoccurring activities at the
“beginning” of the SSS classroom lessons. Students monitor their progress and set goals weekly around the five
lite skill areas. The following tormat for goal reporting, progress monitoring, and goal setting and action planning
1s suggested with an emphasis on sharing student successes and noting even small improvements:

Goal reporting. At the beginning of cach classroom lesson, students share with a partner how they did with
their goal from the previous week. Be sure to share even very small improvements and if there was no improve-
ment, brainstorm what to do ditterently next time to improve. This might involve “tweaking” a previous strategy
or choosing a new one. The idea is to do something different it what has been tried isn’t working (pause for
about 30 seconds).

Progress monitoring. Next, have students look at the first item on their Life Skills sheet and circle the “up”
arrow if they have improved or stayed at a good level for the previous week and a “down™ arrow if they have not
done very well with this item.

Ask a volunteer to read the first item, then ask, “*“Who has improved even a little during the past week, or
stayed at a good level?”

Get examples from one to two students and prompt, “Tell us what yvou did to improve or stay at a good
level.”

“Who else has tried this or something similar?”

Another volunteer reads the next item followed by the same prompts. Continue the pattern for the rest of the
items, then move on to goal setting,.

Goal setting and action planning. “Look back at your Life Skills sheet and pick one area you most want to
improve this coming week and one thing vou could do to show improvement. Here is an example” (provide an
example).

“I will give vou a few seconds of quiet time now to think of vour goeal and action plan. When you have vour
goal and plan in mind, I want vou to write it down and give me the thumbs-up sign” (pause for 15-30 sec-
onds).

“Now, I will ask vou to share vour goal and action plan with a partner. When you share yvour goal, I want vou
to hsten with eyes, ears, and heart.”

Ask tor a few volunteers to share their plans and collect the Life Skills sheets for next week.

10:2 DECEMBER 2006 | ASCA
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APPENDIX D
Introducing the Seven Keys to Mastering Any Course

The “Seven Keys” is introduced to students in the second classroom lesson and is part of the end of each class-
room lesson. It includes research-supported learning, social, and self-management skill areas that contribute to
increased academic success. Goals are set, progress is monitored, and successful strategies are shared weekly at
the end of each classroom and group session.

Introducing the Seven Keys: “It is possible for every student in this class to master the key concepts in any course.
Other students just like you have used these seven kevs to improve not only in their school work but also in their
social skills and self-management skills.”

Have students look at the first of the Seven Keys—picking out the most important information—and ask for a
volunteer to read. Next, have students circle the “up”™ arrow if this is something they are pretty good at or a skill
they have recently improved, and to circle the “down™ arrow if this is difficult for them.

Then ask, “How many of vou have made an A or B on a quiz or test recently?” “Then vou must be pretty
good at picking out the most important things to studv.”

Ask volunteers how they knew the most important things to focus upon as they prepared for their test or
quiz. “Who else has tried this or something similar?™

Go to item 2, memory. Ask for a volunteer to read and for students to circle the “up” or “down™ arrows. Ask
for examples from students who have circled the “up™ arrow of what strategies they used to boost their memory.

For each answer ask, “Who ¢lse has tried this or something similar?” “Who used one of the memory boosting
ideas this week? How did it go?” “What are some other strategies vou use to improve memory:?”

Be sure to review the strategy of organizing the most important ideas into an outline or concept map, then
breaking it into small chunks for note cards, and then reviewing the cards six times as one of the best ways to
make sure students really know the material. Review the strategy of using memory pegs, mnemonics, or other
strategies contributed by teachers or students.

Have a volunteer read item 3, pertforming under pressure, and have students circle the “up” or “down”
AFTOWS,

Then ask, “How many of you are pretty good at staving calm under pressure? How do vou do it? Who else
uses a similar pattern? How many of you have used a safte place or deep breathing to calm vourself?”

“If vou did not make an A or B on one of your quizzes or tests this last week, then vou can use one or more
of these first three keys to improve next time.”

Ask for a volunteer to read the next item and have students use arrows for self-rating. “Who improved even
slightly? What did vou do? Who clse has tried that strategy or something similar?”

Continue to ask for a volunteer to read the next item and use the same question pattern for the rest of the
items.

Goal setting and action planning: “Look back at vour Seven Keys sheet and pick one area yvou most want to
improve this coming week and one thing yvou could do to show improvement. Here is an example™ (provide an
example).

“I will give vou a tew seconds ot quiet time now to think of vour goal and action plan. When vou have vour
goal and plan in mind, I want vou to write it down and give me the thumbs-up sign” (pause for 15-30 seconds).

“Next, I would like vou to relax, take a deep breath, and run a video in vour imagination of vou carrving out
vour action plan and successfully accomplishing vour goal. Notice the feelings vou have as yvou accomplish vour
goal.

“Now, [ will ask vou to share your goal and action plan with a partner. When vou share vour goal, I want vou
to listen with eves, ears, and heart” (allow 60 seconds for pair shares).

Ask for a few volunteers to share their goals and plans with the class or group. This volunteer sharing allows
the counselor several opportunities to briefly reinforce or coach students in this process. Collect the Seven Keys
sheets for the next lesson.
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